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Feminism and Gender Equality in the plays of Shakespeare 

 

Abstract: Shakespeare’s courageous women include an extensive variety of portrayals and 

types. Inside the exhibition of female characters, Shakespeare’s female characters show 

incredible knowledge, essentialness, and a solid feeling of individual autonomy. These 

characteristics have driven a few faultfinders to look at Shakespeare as a victor of womankind 

and a pioneer who left pointedly from level, stereotyped portrayals of females basic to his 

counterparts and prior producers. Contrastingly, different reporters take note of that even 

Shakespeare’s most positively depicted females have characters that are tempered by negative 

characteristics. William Shakespeare lived amid the Elizabethan period and composed every 

one of his works dependent on the general public of that time. The Elizabethan period was a 

period when females were depicted to be weaker than males. Amid that time it was said that 

“women are to be seen, and not heard.” In this paper an endeavour has been taken to investigate 
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Shakespeare’s introduction of female characters in his tragic plays exhibiting his emotions 

about ladies and their jobs in the public eye. The examination depends on the thorough 

investigation of the real tragic plays of Shakespeare (Hamlet, Macbeth, Othello, and King Lear) 

in the light of deconstructive Feminism. The principle theory of the investigation is that females 

in Shakespearean tragic plays are depicted and introduced as lesser and negative 

generalizations and these writings have fortified and reinforced the man centric society and 

man centric qualities. 
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Women’s liberation is typically characterized as the backing of women’s rights on the 

grounds of uniformity of the genders. Humanism rejects the extraordinary and spotlights on 

common joys and achievement. It stresses on discerning state of mind towards life and 

nature. The humanist logic is made on man all in all and not as a sexual orientation class man 

or lady. Renaissance which extended from fourteenth to late seventeenth century, it was a 

time of development and advancement in the Western Europe. It was a restoration of old 

Greek and Roman societies with the accentuation on the person. It saw the disclosures of new 

landmasses, the decay of feudalism and developments of printing press and so on. The 

campaigns and the recovery of Jerusalem was one of the main elements. The Bucolic torment 

murdered 33% of English populace and it made individuals disappointed about the possibility 

of God and the capacity of the congregation. The chronicle records uncover that the situation 

of ladies in the general public was to a great degree hopeless. Women involved an extremely 

sub-par position and were constantly mistreated. It was a characteristic wonder and rehearsed 

in each house-whether rich or poor. Shakespeare, the best producer, has watched it minutely 

and spoken to it painstakingly in his works. In Shakespeare’s composing, he demonstrates 
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uplifting state of mind towards the female characters particularly in his acclaimed disasters: 

Hamlet, Othello, Macbeth, and King Lear. It has frequently been said that Shakespeare was in 

front of his own time. Ben Jonson previously said in 1623, “He was not of an age, but for all 

time!” (The Author, l.43) and he was correct, in light of the fact that right up 'til the present 

time individuals perused his plays and adjust and suitable his works. In the Introduction to 

King Lear it is expressed that, “What maybe most recognizes Shakespeare's dialect from 

regular present day use is its wealth, thickness and adaptability; the total impacts to open up 

resonances and suggestions so that the conceivable outcomes for understanding appear to be 

endless”. This announcement is demonstrated valid by the plain certainty that there are 

several Shakespeare adjustments from everywhere throughout the world. 

As indicated by Virginia Woolf, Shakespeare is the essayist who made his works 

straightforward and free of any close to home indecencies for outlining the ladies characters 

in his catastrophes. Shakespeare, with his unprecedented virtuoso for depicting human 

conduct, portrays the state of females in a man centric culture and his ladies characters who 

in their lavishness, rise above the constraints of time and Shakespearean topic moves toward 

becoming immortal.  

In Shakespeare’s play Macbeth, Shakespeare introduces the clashing character of 

Lady Macbeth. After accepting her significant other’s letter about the witches' predictions, 

she endeavours to resemble a man with the end goal to radiate the quality expected to 

increase extra societal position as eminence. Lady Macbeth has all the earmarks of being 

exceptionally persuasive in arranging – choosing when and how they should slaughter King 

Duncan – and rebuking her significant other for not acting more like a man; yet, regardless of 

these capacities, she is the primary explanation behind the noteworthy of the Macbeth's part 

in the usurpation of the position of authority.  



IJELLH Volume 7, Issue 2, February 2019 1243 

First appeared as an iron-willed character willing to“[pluck] my nipple from [my 

child’s] boneless gums, And [dash] the brains out, had I so sworn as you Have done to this”  

to later being appeared as controlled by bad dreams of blame (I. vii), how could such a solid 

character so rapidly fall prey to uneasiness? As indicated by realist woman's rights 

hypothesis, notwithstanding her prior show of quality, Lady Macbeth's possible shortcoming 

is a consequence of a man centric depiction of her sex.  

A well-known theory on why the mistreatment of females isn’t more ordinarily 

perceived than the persecution of certain ethnic or religious gatherings, is that “women’s 

allegiance to men from their own [background] always supersedes their allegiance to women 

from different classes” (Tyson 97).While certain social and financial components separate 

individuals from various strolls of life, inside these gatherings ladies are additionally isolated 

from one another. Females stay secluded which keeps them from rolling out critical 

improvements since they have no quality in size. 

There are just two women characters in Hamlet. Both of these characters are exhibited 

from the male and man centric point of view. Ophelia, the cherished of Hamlet is a decent 

girl of her dad and a decent sister of her sibling. She remains for what Marilyn French (1982) 

calls the ‘in-law’ part of the ladylike, along these lines a lady is related with heavenly. 

Ophelia totally complies with her dad and sibling, occasion at the expense of her own 

sentiments. Laertes shows the twofold standard predominant in the sixteenth century for 

people. A man's respect isn't in question for enjoying issues outside the organization of 

marriage. In any case, Ophelia is to destroy her respect from any such coalition. She gives 

Laertes her statement that she will keep his directs in her memory and he himself will keep 

the way to it. This leaves in no uncertainty about the unrivalled position of the sibling when 

contrasted with the sister. Ophelia’s father thinks about her to a woodcock which can't fight 

for itself. Polonius clarifies that Hamlet, taking care of business can stroll with a more drawn 
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out tie than can be given to Ophelia. She adores Hamlet be that as it may, maintains a 

strategic distance from and goes without herself from Hamlet when illegal by sibling and 

father. Accordingly, Prince Hamlet denounces Ophelia, and through her the entire lady sort of 

fickleness and foul play, of lip service and misrepresentation.  

Gertrude, the spouse of Hamlet the King, is depicted as a negative generalization of a 

lady. French (1982) calls such female characters as the criminal part of the female. Such 

female characters are related with dimness and sexuality. They are prostitutes and bitches. 

She again marries Claudius, the trouble of King Hamlet, inside days of the passing of her 

better half. It is her lead that has driven the Prince Hamlet to the possibility of submitting 

suicide. She sobbed like Niobe at the memorial service of her better half, however inside days 

goes into wedlock. She is depicted as a shifty and unfaithful female character. She turns her 

back upon the memory of her cherishing spouse and with revolting flurry and speed weds 

Claudius, infringing upon social and religious laws and assents. Stunned at her lead, her child 

Prince Hamlet articulates his judgment against her mom, “feebleness thy name is lady”. 

Indeed, even the ruler Hamlet views her mom as the property of his dad. Indeed, even the 

sovereign Hamlet views her mom as the property of his dad. He carries on like a run of the 

mill male, fortifying the management of a man centric society. He thinks of a broad and 

general judgment against ladies. Gertrude’s entitlement marry again isn’t acknowledged. 

Hamlet considers her mother the most noxious lady, a condemned grinning reprobate. No 

place else such titles and marks are given to a man for re-marriage after the demise of his 

significant other. This is only the twofold gauges man centric society maintains and fortifies. 

Othello can likewise be contended that the disaster happens from adherence to man 

centric principles and generalizations. Gayle Greene abridges this situation in her case that 

the deplorability of Othello originates from “men’s misconceptions of ladies and ladies' 

failure to shield themselves from society's origination of them”. Unquestionably 
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Desdemona’s especially feminized characteristics of lack of involvement; non-abrasiveness 

and compliance are no counterpart for Othello's manly characteristics of predominance, 

animosity and expert. After Othello in his envy has struck Desdemona and talked brutally to 

her, she tells Iago, ‘I am a child to reprimanding’'. Secured by a framework which makes 

ladies the weaker, subordinate sex, Desdemona is unequipped to manage such animosity; she 

is powerless against Othello. Desdemona in this manner withdraws into uncorrupted conduct 

to escape from the real world. At the end of the play Othello endeavours to vindicate himself 

from purposeful homicide by asserting that he didn't do anything ‘in malignance’, yet is 

essentially a man ‘that cherished not admirably but rather too well”. This discourse shows the 

dubious position of affection in a general public submerged in generalizations. Othello’s 

exorbitant, ‘indiscreet’ love for Desdemona is tied up with his impression of her as speaking 

to consummate womanhood, and his hidden dread of her - embraced by society - as 

prostitute. Like Hamlet, who tells Ophelia ‘get to a convent’ with the end goal to ensure her 

modesty and expel his dread of lady's unfaithfulness, Othello too wishes to delete 

Desdemona’s sexuality and potential for treachery. His choice to slaughter her, he asserts, is 

to keep her from a further transgression –“Yet she must die, else she'll betray more 

men”.(V.iii.6) As Iago’s intimations manufacture, the inlet between this impression of 

Desdemona as blessed messenger and the dread of her as prostitute develops, leaving Othello 

in a void of perplexity and uncertainty: “By the world,/ I think my wife be honest, and think 

she is not./I think thou art just, and then think thou art not.” (III.iii.388-90) In Othello's 

refusal to hear Desdemona's own protestations of guiltlessness, Othello is particularly a 

catastrophe in which the female is subordinated by the male. 

She says, “My noble father, I do perceive here a divided duty. To  

                  You I am bound for life and education. My life and education 

                  Both do learn me. How to respect you; you are the Lord of duty. 
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                  I am hither to your daughter. But here’s my husband, And so 

                  Much duty as my show’d to you, preferring you before her father, 

                    So much I challenge that I may profess 

Her speech reveals her boldness, freedom and defiant soul. Her affection for Othello fills her 

with dauntlessness and quality. She is choked to death by Othello who is suspicious of her 

betrayal towards her. She kicks the bucket a daring demise endeavouring to demonstrate her 

honesty and immaculateness. Here, we discover mercilessness of male centric framework that 

stifles women characters in various ways. 

King Lear is a noteworthy disaster play by Shakespeare. There are three female 

characters in King Lear, Goneril, Regan and Cordelia. They all are little girls of the King 

Lear. Cordelia, is depicted as an adoring girl and an ethical lady. Despite her righteousness 

and devotion, she is exhibited as a character who buys in to man controlled society and male 

centric qualities in letter and soul. She isn’t allowed to choose about her marriage. Her 

absence of affability defaces her fortunes. She leaves the royal residence of her dad without 

the minimum dissent. She returns to England to the safeguard of her parent King Lear. 

Goneril and Regan are depicted as beasts. They are liars, fakers, avaricious and narrow 

minded. They are ethically degenerate and are faithful to nobody. Indeed, even Cordelia, who 

clearly is relatively flawless little girl and with all the great characteristics, is the one that in a 

way is reason for the annihilation of everything, The play opens with the old ruler 

surrendering his kingdom and expert to his little girls. He requests that his little girls express 

their affection for their father before he hands over their separate regions to them. Goneril, 

being the oldest, is the first to oblige. The poser, crafty and false Goneril pronounces that she 

adores her dad more than anything in this wide world, including life, freedom and vision. She 

doesn't demonstrate any sensitivity for or say any sort words to Cordelia when she is expelled 

by their dad for saying nothing, and in this way culpable the old affectionate dad. Rather, she 
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harms her further by announcing that she merits her present dowerless status and future 

conceivable unkind treatment from her better half, on the grounds that as she would see it 

Cordelia requested it. Gonrel is depicted as brutal and ungenerous, rather than being 

appreciative and obliged towards her dad, as guaranteed in her before discourse, she brings 

up his impulsiveness, insecure nature, misguided thinking and awful personality (I—I - 290). 

Presently she finds not just the flaws of since a long time ago engrafted condition in the 

individual of her father, however she trusts that these have been intensified by his age and 

irascible years. She is the person who proposes to her sister that they should produce an 

aggregate front against their father King Lear. After she gets her 33% of kingdom, is to a 

great degree impolite, inconsiderate and ungenerous towards her guardian King Lear. She is 

condemning of the lord for the absence of control among his knights, who are said to carp 

and quarrelling each and every minute. She names her knights as cluttered and debosh'd. She 

blames the knights for her dad of damaging the propriety and the priority built up by the class 

framework. She insults her dad to the degree that he abandons her royal residence and goes to 

live with her other little girl Regan. Regan likewise uncovers her actual self by announcing 

her dad as weak and insensible of his own great self, fit for some capricious acts (I—ii—

300). Gonrel is selfish to the point that she discovers blame with each demonstration of her 

dad, whom she prior cherished more than visual perception, life and freedom. She discovers 

her evenings as crazy, and the conduct of King Lear as inadmissible. She urges her hirelings 

to be impolite towards the King. According to Goneril, the King isn’t in excess of an inert, 

old trick (I—iii—20). Gonrel is additionally depicted as rebellious to her significant other 

Albany, whom she condemns for his delicacy. She engages in extramarital relations with 

Edmund, the ill-conceived child of Gloucester, and calls her very own significant other, 

Albany, as trick. She needs Edmund to murder her better half and after that turned into his 

significant other (IV—VI—265). Albany calls Goneril as terrible, rottenness, a brute (tiger), 
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most savage, most worsen, more regrettable than head-dragged bear, a fallen angel lastly 

announces Hamlet form: 

Proper deformity shows not in the fiend  

As horrid as in woman (IV—ii—60). 

Many of Shakespeare's plays contain crossdressing, with either a male dressing as a 

female or a female dressing as a male. On the whole, around one fifth of Shakespeare’s 

thirty-eight known plays contain sexual orientation camouflages. The impact of this sex 

perplexity was surely upgraded by the way that amid Elizabethan occasions, female jobs were 

played by youthful male performers. While nobody can know why Shakespeare was so 

interested by cross dressing, there appear to be two general hypotheses: Either Shakespeare 

delighted in the comedic component of a man taking on the appearance of a female taking on 

the appearance of a man, or he was covertly a women’s activist. While the diversion of the 

circumstance can’t be overlooked, the way that huge numbers of Shakespeare's female heroes 

are solid, clever, proficient ladies who conflict with the grain recommends that he was the 

sixteenth century likeness of a women’s activist. 

William Shakespeare composed amid the Elizabethan Era. This time was a short time 

of harmony in England and in light of the fact that the citizenry wasn’t centred on battling 

wars, theatre, craftsmanship and music prospered. Ladies had particular jobs. Young ladies 

who were in honourable families were very instructed and educated by the more established 

ladies in their home, yet they were not permitted to go into callings. Ladies were relied upon 

to be housewives and educate and care for their youngsters. In families, everything was 

passed down to the children, and young ladies were offered to men that their dads picked. 

Amusingly, the main exemption to these tenets of progression was the illustrious crown, 

which could be passed to a girl. Since the Queen was a lady, she empowered fathers to 

instruct their girls and trusted that all men would endeavour to teach the ladies in their lives. 
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To summarise we can state that Shakespeare did not profess to be a women’s activist 

in current sense yet his worries about females show his impartial perception of female jobs on 

the planet. Shakespeare was very mindful of the ethics and quality of females. He was 

likewise mindful of the way that they endured they don’t battle straightforwardly against 

these indecencies; they voice their sufferings and dissents against them. Shakespeare’s 

humanistic methodology makes him sympathise with the female gender 
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